The apparent absence of a cortical reaction after fertilization in a sea anemone.
Eggs, embryos and larvae of the intertidal sea anemone Actinia fragacea were obtained from spontaneous spawnings in the laboratory and have been examined by scanning and transmission electron microscopy. The eggs average 150 micron in diameter and are covered by tufts of large microvilli known as cytospines, but are not surrounded by a jelly layer or a vitelline coat. The cortical layer of the egg contains large numbers of dense, homogeneous cortical granules. The surface layers of cleavage and blastula stage embryos are similar in composition to those of unfertilized eggs in that the cytospine tufts remain intact and the number of cortical granules remains apparently undiminished. No major discharge of cortical granules indicative of a cortical reaction can have occurred. During gastrulation, many embryos take up large numbers of sperm by a process resembling phagocytosis. These sperm undergo breakdown in the superficial regions of the embryos. The cortical granules persist well into larval life, and their function is unknown.